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On Feb. 19 the State Department released its 1986 report on human rights throughout the world.
At a press conference in Washington, Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights Richard
Schifter said that significant human rights progress was observed last year in Guatemala. Regarding
other Western Hemisphere government, he stated, "we continue to be concerned about human
rights problems in Chile, Cuba, Nicaragua, Paraguay and Suriname." A reporter mentioned what
appeared to be a "striking difference" between perceptions of contra human rights abuses by
many members of Congress and independent human rights groups on the one hand, and the
State Department on the other. The reporter said, "In regarding your section on the contras, there
was little or no sense that there were serious human rights abuses underway, or had been in the
last year." Schifter replied that an important element in compiling the report was evaluating the
extent to which civilians are "being killed in a particular setting." In this regard, "there are a good
many conflicting reports...The problem in any of these settings is that no US person or anyone
that we can consider an appropriate observer is present...You have a particular group of contras
getting into a hamlet. There are reports then that are conflicting. We can't be sure in any of these
situations as to precisely what may have happened." In response, the reporter said, "But in the
documents reporting on the Sandinistas' abuses, you seem to be sure." Schifter then argued that
monitoring "governmental action" in Managua is more easily verifiable than "military clashes out
in the field someplace." His questioner then remarked, "But you, like the report, make it seem
that these clashes off in the field somewhere are not terribly important." The assistant secretary
denied he regarded military clashes as unimportant. However, he said, "there's a war going on, and
people are being killed...[But] there's a fundamental difference between that and the police coming
around and picking you up in your home, taking you over to the jail, torturing you and killing you."
Schifter added that events in Managua are observed by many people, in contrast to military clashes
in the countryside "where God knows what may have happened." He mentioned that in a "good
many of these situations...Sandinista disinformation" muddies the waters. A reporter then asked
if the report contains "any American disinformation," to which Schifter responded, "As far as I'm
concerned, no." Next, Schifter was asked about his reaction to a recent report on Nicaragua by
the independent human rights monitoring group, Americas Watch. He said that while the State
Department is in agreement with certain elements contained in that report, disagreement exists on
many other counts. He then informed the press that the State Department plans to release in coming
weeks a "full response to all the issues posed by the [Americas Watch] report." Another questioner
stated that Western correspondents in Nicaragua have reported on numerous occasions that antipersonnel mines which have taken the lives of significant numbers of civilians including children,
are the "work of the US-backed contras." After pointing out that the State Department report
indicates the mines are "the work of the Sandinistas," the reporter asked Schifter to explain "this
collision of perceptions." In response to the question, Schifter launched into a confused rumination
on the spread of disinformation by the Sandinistas who follow a "Leninist" creed. This creed, he
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said, justifies throwing "bourgeois morality...out the window," i.e., simply inventing information
and spreading it "if you can find somebody who is prepared to listen to you." He then asserted that
because of "Leninist disinformation," it is difficult to determine the truth of reporting on events in
Nicaragua.

-- End --
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